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Mercury pollution has been in the national news lately as another side-
effect of industrialization. In particular, mercury is emitted from coal-
burning power plants, although this is not the only source of mercury 
in the environment. When the metal is deposited in aquatic systems, it 
can be easily transformed into methylmercury, a very toxic form. The 
federal government (EPA) is requiring a 70% reduction nationwide in 
the amount of mercury emitted from power plants but some states, 
such as Michigan, have set the tougher standard of 90% reduction 
by 2015. Mercury is a trace element in coal, forming roughly 1 part 
per billion of the gas caused by incineration. Attendance at the Eighth 
International Conference on Mercury as a Global Pollutant held on 
August 6-11 in Madison, Wisconsin, is one indication of the attention 
being given to mercury by the scientific community. The conference 
drew over 1000 participants from 68 nations, and featured an update 
on the status of four key mercury issues: (1) Source Attribution of 
Atmospheric Mercury, (2) Health Risks and Toxicological Effects of 
Methylmercury, (3) Recovery of Mercury Contaminated Fisheries, and 
(4) Societal Consequences of Mercury Pollution. 

The conference featured an innovative process for developing a 
synthesis of science understanding of an important issue. Each morning, 
a paper on one of the four key issues was presented by an expert panel 
before all conference participants. The panels responded to questions 
and comments from the audience, with discussions continuing on bulletin 
boards throughout the week. Before the conclusion of the conference, 
each conferee had the opportunity to vote for or against a series of 
declarations offered by each panel. The conference declaration was 
endorsed in full by the 37 scientists comprising the expert panels, 
and was ratified by a large majority of the conferees. According to a 
conference news release, “Mercury pollution can threaten the health 
of people, fish, and wildlife everywhere, from industrial sites to remote 
corners of the planet, but reducing mercury use and emissions would 
lessen those threats.” 

Points in the declaration on mercury include:

•On average, mercury fallout from the atmosphere has tripled since 
the Industrial Revolution 200 years ago. Although mercury emissions 
from developed countries have decreased for the last 30 years, these 
decreases have been offset by a rise in mercury emissions from 
developing countries.

•Methylmercury, a form of mercury in which mercury is chemically 
bound to carbon, is toxic to the developing fetus. Recent evidence also 
implicates this form of mercury as a contributing factor to cardiovascular 
disease, especially in adult men. There is no evidence that selenium 
in the human diet protects against methylmercury’s ill effects.

•Methylmercury in fisheries is expected to decline with reduced mercury 
inputs, but the timing of the decline varies from years to centuries, 
according to ecosystem characteristics.

•Human-caused mercury pollution has had and continues to have 
documented adverse socioeconomic effects.

Conference videos, a speech by Senator Russ Feingold, an article 
about Clancy The Mercury-Detecting Dog, and other information are 
available at www.mercury2006.org.  The full declaration is available 
at:  http://www.mercury2006.org/portals/31/press/pressconference/
mercury2006MG081106.pdf  . The papers presented by the expert 
panels will be submitted for publication in the Swedish journal Ambio. 
The Ninth International Conference on Mercury as a Global Pollutant 
will be held in Guiyang, China in June 2009.

A similar approach to developing a science synthesis will be attempted 
at the National Conference on Ecosystem Restoration (see Upcoming 
Events), which will feature Restoration Coffeehouses (RCH). These 
RCH sessions will serve as an open forum for attendees to discuss 
lessons learned, help identify improved pathways based on existing 
successes and failures and explore vital issues faced by restoration 
practitioners. These sessions will also incorporate interactive discussion 
amongst panel members and conference participants, with major 
conclusions synthesized in real-time by panel leaders. Following 
NCER, conclusions of these RCH sessions will be converted into a 
“restoration strategies” white paper.


